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Executive Summary 
and Study Methods 



S ince 2002, the Center on Education Policy (CEP), an independent nonprofit organization, has been 
studying state high school exit examinations — tests students must pass to receive a high school 
diploma. This is CEP’s ninth annual report on exit exams. The information in this report comes from 
several sources: our survey of states that have mandatory exit exams, surveys of states without exit exams, 
media reports, state Web sites, and personal correspondence with state education officials. 

This report focuses on the impact of high school exit exams across the nation as well as new developments in high 
school exit exam policies that have occurred since our last report on this topic in 2009. This years report also con- 
tains a new feature providing information on trends in state graduation requirements and assessment policies in 
states that do not require exit exams. Chapter 3 discusses these trends and how these policies compare to the states 
with exit exams. Unless otherwise noted, the data in this report refer to the 2009-10 school year. 

The bulleted points that follow summarize CEP’s major findings from this year’s study. 



Key Findings 

Impact of High School Exit Exams 

>- The number of states with exit exams increased from 26 states to 28 states, with the addition of 
Oregon and Rhode Island. 1 CEP continues to monitor policy developments in two states with devel- 
oping exit exam policies (Connecticut and Pennsylvania). 

>- The percentage of all public school students enrolled in states administering exit exams has 
reached 74%. Furthermore, 83% of the nation’s population of students of color, 78% of low-income 
students, and 84% of English language learners were enrolled in public schools in states that adminis- 
tered exit exams in the 2009-10 school year. 

>- Recent research concludes that high school exit exams may have a negative impact on certain stu- 
dent populations, such as low-performing students, student of color, or students from low-income 
families. However, determining the relationship, if any, between high school exit exams and high school 



1 In the 2009-10 school year, 25 states withheld high school diplomas based on exit exams. Three states required students to take the exams, but 
diplomas have not yet been withheld. 
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completion rates proves especially difficult due to a lack of consistent and reliable data on high school 
completion rates as well as the number of societal factors that affect these rates. 



New Developments 

>- The number of states currently administering end-of-course exit exams increased to 7 states. An 

additional 10 states have future plans to implement end-of-course exit exams (see Figure 2-A). 

>- 23 of the 28 states with exit exams have adopted the Common Core State Standards in both 
English language arts and mathematics. At least 13 states with exit exams reported in their state sur- 
veys that they would either realign their exams to the new standards or replace their exams with new 
assessments aligned to the new standards. 

>- 23 of the 28 states with exit exams have joined at least one of the two federally funded state con- 
sortia developing new assessments aligned to the Common Core State Standards, and some have 
reported that the assessments could potentially replace their exit exams. Six states with current exit 
exam policies are members of both state consortia. 

>- Seven states reported that tightening education budgets at both the state and local levels impacted 
funding for programs related to high school exit exams. These programs include remediation serv- 
ices, student scholarships, and extending testing to additional subjects. 

>- States use varying calculation methods to determine initial and cumulative pass rates on high 
school exit exams. This further complicates making state-to-state comparisons and drawing conclu- 
sions about exit exams from these pass rates. 

Other Emerging Trends in States With and Without Exit Exams 

>- End-of-course (EOC) exams are growing in popularity even in states that do not require exit 
exams for graduation. At least five states without exit exam policies currently administer or plan to 
administer end-of-course exams for a variety of purposes. This is in addition to the 17 states with exit 
exams that tie end-of-course exams to graduation requirements. 

>- States with and without high school exit exams are moving toward policies that require students 
to take college entrance exams. At least eight states without exit exams require students to take the 
ACT, SAT, or Work Keys college entrance exams. In addition, three states with exit exams will soon 
require students to also take a college entrance exam. 

>- States with and without exit exam policies already use or are considering adopting portfolio-based 
assessments or senior projects as part of the state high school testing system. At least three states 
that do not have exit exam policies use samples of student work for assessment purposes. 



Study Methods 

As in previous years of this study, CEP designed and conducted an annual survey of state department of 
education officials in the states with current or planned exit exams. The survey was piloted with Maryland 
and Nevada. We further revised the survey based on comments and suggestions from those states. Chief 
state school officers designated survey respondents, who most often were state assessment officials. CEP staff 
pre-filled the survey based on information collected and reported in 2009 and 20 1 0. In July 20 1 0, we asked 
these designated officials to verify, update, and add information to survey forms for their state. All 28 states 
administering exit exams responded to our survey. 

We used the states’ survey responses to develop detailed profiles about exit exams in each of the 28 states, 
which the state contacts reviewed for accuracy. We also used the survey responses to analyze trends in state 
exam features, policies, and actions that appear throughout each chapter of this report. The state profiles 
are available on CEP’s Web site at www.cep-dc.org. 

Some states did not answer all the survey questions, often because the data were unavailable or their poli- 
cies were in flux. In many states, we followed up with e-mails and phone calls to ensure the information in 
this report was accurate and up-to-date. Elowever, some statistics or policies will undoubtedly have changed 
soon after publication because events in this field move quickly. 

In addition, we collected state and federal policy documents and reviewed relevant studies that were either 
published or produced during the past year. We tracked media coverage of exit exams and searched state 
and U.S. Department of Education Web sites for exit exam developments and information. 

In order to research policies in states without exit exams, CEP initially sent invitation letters to the chief 
state school officers in those 22 states, inviting these states to participate in our study. The invitation letter 
included a faxback form that allowed each of the 22 states to agree to participate in the study, as well as 
explain why they felt their state should or should not be considered an “exit exam state” according to CEP’s 
definition (see Box 1). Ten states replied and provided a brief, open-ended explanation of their state grad- 
uation and assessment policies. 

CEP then constructed a short survey based on the trends we noticed in the initial state responses. Ten states 
returned surveys (some of which did not return our original invitation) with more detailed information 
about their state policies. In total, CEP received direct feedback from state department of education per- 
sonnel in 16 of the 22 states without exit exam policies. 

To supplement information received from state department of education personnel and to better under- 
stand policies in states that did not respond, we also collected state and federal policy documents and 
tracked media coverage of policy changes in these states. The information collected from our research was 
analyzed alongside the results of our state surveys in the 28 states with exit exam policies. The state profiles 
of states with exit exam policies are available on CEP’s Web site at www.cep-dc.org. 



CEP’s Criteria for Identifying States with High School Exit Exams 



States that require students to pass, not just take, state exit exams to receive a high school diploma, even if the 
students have completed the necessary coursework with satisfactory grades. 

States in which the exit exams are a state mandate rather than a local option, in other words, states that require 
students in all school districts to pass exit exams, rather than allowing districts to decide for themselves whether to 
make the exams a condition of graduation. 
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Chapter i: 

Impact of High School 
Exit Exams 



Introduction 

F or decades, states have used educational assessments to identify weaknesses in the educational system 
as well as to implement educational reform. State governments have a limited number of policy levers 
through which they can impose education reform, especially for high schools. As a result, an increas- 
ing number of state policymakers in recent years are attaching high stakes to state developed and adminis- 
tered assessments in an attempt to increase student achievement. 

One form of high-stakes assessment, high school exit exams, has become the policy lever of choice for an 
increasing number of states. Proponents of high school exit exams argue the exams can increase student per- 
formance through both internal and external influences. Some proponents feel high school exit exams inter- 
nally influence student achievement because they provide an incentive for students to study when diplomas 
are withheld based on student performance on these exams (Jacob, 2001). Externally, exit exams may influ- 
ence student achievement by shaping the classroom curriculum or pedagogy or impacting the level of 
teacher effort. Opponents of these exams fear they narrow the scope of the curriculum and/or increase 
dropout rates, particularly for typically under-served student populations. 

This chapter summarizes the continued impact of exit exam policies across the country according to the 
information collected in this year’s study. We also discuss academic research that attempts to determine if 
and how high school exit exams impact high school completion rates. 



Key Findings 

>- The number of states with exit exams increased from 26 states to 28 states, with the addition of 
Oregon and Rhode Island. 2 CEP continues to monitor policy developments in two states with devel- 
oping exit exam policies (Connecticut and Pennsylvania). 

>- The percentage of all public school students enrolled in states administering exit exams has 
reached 74%. Furthermore, 83% of the nation’s population of students of color, 78% of low-income 
students, and 84% of English language learners were enrolled in public schools in states that adminis- 
tered exit exams in the 2009-10 school year. 



2 In the 2009-10 school year, 25 states withheld high school diplomas based on exit exams. Three states required students to take the exams, but 
diplomas have not yet been withheld. 
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